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Taking refuge 

Having just recited a stanza in praise of Buddha, then I’d like to say refuge in Pali language, which goes 

like this: “buddham sharanam gachhami, dharmam sharanam gachhami, sangham sharanam 

gacchami.” That’s the Pali language refuge prayer and in Tibetan we say, “Sangye la kyab su chio,” 

before that there is one we add to the guru.  

The same refuge is also expressed by reciting refuge and bodhichitta prayer in one stanza: 

Sang gyä chö dang tsok kyi chog nam la / Jang chub bar du dag ni kyab su chi 

I go for refuge until I reach enlightenment/to the Buddha, the Dharma and the Highest 

Assembly 

Dag gi jin sog gyi päi tsog nam kyi/Dro la pän chir sang gyä drub par shog  

Through my collections (of merit and wisdom) from practicing giving and the other 

perfections, / may I attain the state of a Buddha to be able to benefit all sentient 

beings.” 

About refuge, I remember talking briefly about before. The great Indian master Chandrakirti, who is 

one of the 17 recognised luminaries of ancient Nalanda university, in his writing called the 70 Stanzas 

he says, “Buddha Dharma, Sangha are refuge for those who seek liberation.” Those who seek 

liberation, if liberation – that is nirvana – is their ultimate goal, then they must turn to Buddha, Dharma 

and Sangha for guidance and for support. On top of wholehearted trust in the three jewels, then they 

must accordingly engage in extensive learning practice.  

I’m reiterating the three jewels considering how terribly important the three jewel are for Buddhists. 

I’d like to recall what His Holiness says time and again about Tibetan people. He says of them, apart 

from claiming themselves to be Buddhist and apart from being able to recite the refuge prayer, the 

majority of Tibetan people really do not know the crux of Buddhism.  

When people don’t have grounded understanding and conviction in the validity of teaching of the 

Buddha for one and all, then they can be easily led other ways. For example, the Chinese occupation 

took place in Tibet and the first thing they said to the Tibetans was, “There is no such thing as Buddha, 

no past and future lives, no such thing as the four noble truths,” and so on. They came under pressure 

and they spoke in a convincing way and those Tibetans who didn’t have real grounding in Buddhism 

started believing what the propaganda had to say.  

Likewise, his Holiness also tells an anecdote of his visit to northern Himalayan region of India where 

some people have Buddhism as their religion. On one occasion he sat down with the people with 

whom he always did sit down whenever he visited the area and he asked, “What religion do you have?” 

And they said they follow Buddhism. “What is Buddhism?” He asked? “Buddhism is saying I take refuge 

in the Guru, Buddha, Dharma and Sangha.” Then he asked, “What is Buddha, apart from saying 

‘Buddha I go for refuge?’ And what is dharma? And what is Sangha?” They had no understanding, 

according to him, of what actually Buddha stands for, what Dharma stands for, what Sangha stands 
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for. Buddhists as they were, they had no clue as to what the three jewels are. I feel it’s vital that we 

have clear understanding.  

When there is no firm grounding in the power of three jewels, as a source of ultimate happiness, then 

at critical junctures in people’s lives, for example when they face some crisis, rather than trusting the 

three jewels, rather than turning to Buddha Dharma Sangha for some solution, people would rather 

to turn to someone else another source. Such a gesture says that they do not consider the three jewels 

as real saviours.  

Those who in times of personal crisis or whatever crisis it is, when they turn to other sources to find 

solution to the immediate problem, they do so not knowing the crux of what refuge is about. Whereas 

those who have a firm grounding in the crux of refuge and the power of the three jewels, no matter 

what happens in their lives to them – even at the cost of their life – they will not give up refuge, they 

will not turn away for refuge in finding a solution for temporal and ultimate problems. Somehow if we 

are able to completely trust the three jewels and from the bony depths of your heart if you turn to 

three jewels, then you will be assisted.  

What is Buddha? 

Now, if we have to find firm grounding in refuge practice, the foundation of Buddhist practice, so what 

is Buddha? Buddha is someone who made it to full awakening who initially developed the aspiration 

which says, “May I awaken fully or attain complete Buddhahood for the sake of all sentient beings.” 

That’s how the journey started. Having set forth this strong intention, the wish to attain 

enlightenment, then intermediately for three great countless eons such a person engaged in 

enlightening six perfection deeds: the deeds of the perfection of generosity, ethics, patience or 

forbearance, concentration, enthusiastic perseverance or joyous effort and wisdom. They applied 

themselves not for few years, not for few lifetimes, but for great countless eons to practicing the six 

perfections. The six perfections will come later.  

The perfection of generosity is giving of different things that one possesses to different people and in 

different ways. Briefly, people practice generosity mainly in two ways: giving to the needy and poor 

and giving to the sublime by way of vernation of the Sangha community. When we give to the needy 

and poor, indeed that is how generosity is normally understood. But you could also give by way of 

saving lives of fish caught by fisherman, if you paid the price of the fish and let them go back into the 

ocean; and saving other people from losing their life; and giving them a sense of security – all these 

constitute generosity.  

We will see the six perfections shortly, but I was talking about Buddha. Buddha is somebody who while 

training and evolving towards Buddhahood they engaged in six perfections. On top of which they also 

engaged in common decency in terms of speaking politely to other people and being sensitive to the 

sensibility of other people and so on. Buddhas are those who upon practicing these six perfections for 

incredible lengths of time and engaging in the fourfold means of bringing others to spiritual maturity, 

their primary aim was to rid their mind of obstructive delusions and the potencies that delusions leave 

– potencies that prevent final, full awakening.  

The primary concern of a Buddha on the way to Buddhahood is to free their mind from desire, anger 

and ignorance and all other related delusions, and the propensities which also affect their mind. They 

have seen these as their target, their object, and then completely freed their mind of these. Initially 

they focus on eliminating or freeing their mind of what is called delusive obstructions, all delusions. 

After ridding the mind of all delusions – by which time they will have achieved nirvana if they wanted 

– but nirvana is not their final goal. Secondly, they work hard again to free, to cleanse their mind of 
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even the lingering potencies, the conditioning predispositions. As soon as they succeed in the 

elimination of obstructions to omniscience, that is the time when they achieve full awakening.  

If someone asks you, “You are a Buddhist, what do you think is a Buddha? What is a Buddha?” We 

should know that a Buddha is an individual person, an ordinary person to begin with who evolved 

through total elimination of two obstructions: the first one is the raw delusions of desire, anger 

ignorance, jealousy and what not; and then secondly, who have also rid the mind of underlying 

predispositions, which may linger even after all delusions have been removed. Somebody who has 

completely achieved the pristine nature of mind of omniscience.  

The word ‘Buddha,’ the Tibetan translators have used ‘sang gye’. What is the etymology of ‘sang?’ 

‘Sang’ means cleared up, somebody who has cleared all raw delusions and who has even managed to 

remove the lingering smell-like predispositions of delusions. So ‘sang’ means free, totally free or 

cleared. ‘Gye,’ what is ‘gye?’ Fully expanded, or bloomed or blossomed. ‘Gye’ means once the mind is 

totally freed of the raw delusions and their lingering predispositions, the basic cognitive luminous 

power of the mind just simply knows everything as they are and everything as it is. The mind simply 

knows everything fully as is.  

For example in our case, we cannot see what is beyond the four walls of this building. For Buddha, if 

there is a Buddha here, that Buddhas mind would empirically register everything that happens – here 

or wherever – to the point that Buddhas would clearly know the workings of mind of different people. 

When a delusion registers in their mind, it is a phenomena, and that registers in a Buddhas mind. If 

somebody is gaining realisations, that too is an event, a phenomena that would be known. A Buddha 

doesn’t have to be where the person is, that is the expanded power of omniscience.  

The word Buddha doesn’t necessarily refer to our historical Shakyamuni Buddha. Indeed, he is the one 

who has really appeared for our sake, but the word ‘Buddha’ applies to all other beings who evolved 

from an ordinary state to the perfect state of Buddha – as did our own Shakyamuni Buddha. That’s 

why in the Guru Puja text it says, speaking of the guru, “Oh guru, you are it for us who could not be 

spiritually helped, even by innumerable Buddhas that have appeared to date.” That clearly shows there 

is not just one Buddha, there are countless Buddhas. All Buddhas have successfully reached the state 

of perfection in two terms: perfection in the purity of mind, the pristine nature of mind, and expanded 

unimpeded knowledge of things. All Buddhas have reached and have got the same qualities.  

Paths to Buddhahood 

To reach the state of Buddhahood, there are three vehicles that people can choose and each of the 

three vehicles has got five paths. There are fifteen paths: five paths of hearers or shravakas; five paths 

of solitary realisers, self-Buddhas; and then five paths of bodhisattvas. The name of each of the paths 

that are traversed, paths that are gone through in reaching nirvana for shravakas, for hearers, are: the 

path of accumulation of merits; the second is path of preparation or some say path of approximation; 

the third is path of direct seeing; path of continual mediation on what is directly seen; and the path of 

no more learning. The same five paths go for pratyekabuddhas and bodhisattvas.  

Those who follow the first two yanas [vehicles] and who have made it to their destination of nirvana, 

they are not Buddhas they are not fully awakened Buddhas. As they have conquered all raw delusions 

– but not the underlying predispositions – by dint of conquering all raw delusions and all negative 

karma, they have achieved nirvana. As a result, they have achieved the ultimate state of cessation 

from all delusions and all negative karma thus they will never know sickness, never know ageing, never 

know any delusions. Whilst they have totally eradicated all raw delusions from their mind and 
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therefore they have achieved total permanent cessation of them and suffering, they are not Buddhas 

as their blissful free mind is still underpinned by obstruction to knowledge, omniscience knowledge.  

Imagine somebody leaves their home but doesn’t lock the door. If the door remains unlocked, then 

there is every chance for someone else to come in. Those who have achieved nirvana – which is mid-

way from here to Buddhahood – those who have achieved nirvana are like somebody who has left the 

room, also shut the door, but didn’t quite lock the door. Those who have achieved Buddhahood, they 

are like those who have left the room, shut the door as well as locked the door securely. Once you 

lock the door securely, then nobody can enter. In the same way, when you achieve complete 

Buddhahood then no delusion – including the lingering predispositions – will ever find room again in 

the mind of the enlightened.  

That’s why the Tibetan master called Guntang Rinpoche, he likens all raw delusions to raw onion and 

garlic. The lingering predispositions are likened to the smell of the onion and garlic which remains long 

after the mortar and pestle have been washed – the smell remains. If the mortar and pestle are not 

washed thoroughly, although garlic and onion may have been removed, the smell lingers – and the 

smell can be pungent for those who are sensitive to these things. So obstructions to omniscience, the 

smell of delusions is still obstructing from seeing all phenomena as they are. However, if the mortar 

and pestle are given a thorough cleaning, and once the last remnant of the residue of the smell is 

gone, then that is like total cleansing of the mind of the lingering, smelly potency of delusion. Once 

that is gone, the Buddhanature of Buddhas mind is brought to its ultimate pristine quality: perfectly 

free from all delusions and perfectly knowing anything that exists.  

That person who has achieved perfection in eradication or elimination and perfection in equipment 

of the mind with perfect knowledge, a person who has achieved perfection in these two is called 

‘Buddha.’ The conventional Buddha or the relative Buddha would be the images, physical 

representation of the Buddhas that you have on your alter in relation to which or in the presence of 

which you do all kinds of practice. The bronze image – silver, gold, earthen, no matter what material 

– that is what is called relative Buddhas.  

Finding unquestioned conviction 

So I have briefly talked about ‘What does Buddha mean?’ To be a true Buddhist it’s no good just to 

say, “I am a Buddhist,” and just recite the refuge prayer – we need to know what a Buddha actually is. 

Whilst the topic itself is quite extensive, briefly I’ve covered some of the processes by which an 

individual being evolves into a Buddha, and once they become a Buddha the implications they have. 

So please learn more about Buddhas yourself.  

This morning I spent time talking about the three jewels and particularly talked about Buddha. The 

reasons why I talked about Buddha this morning is mainly for people who are new to Buddhism. 

Although some of you who have had teachings from the late Gen Rinpoche and all other subsequent 

teachers, you will be fully conversant with such matters, but there is no harm in reiterating what is 

essential. And mainly to inform new Buddhists.  

One of the rationales for that is, when we know what a Buddha is and what is this Buddha that we 

turn to like, when we have good sound knowledge of the Buddha then the refuge that we take in the 

Buddha is firmly grounded, unshakeable. It is that unshakeable foundation of refuge that supports all 

other subsequent liberating practices. Or else if we don’t have this firm grounding, we could be easily 

swayed by different articulate charlatans.  
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You say to yourself, “Good times or bad times, at all times we shall turn only to you, Buddha, Dharma 

and Sangha,” and just as one articulates or thinks like that, then do indeed act accordingly. That would 

constitute quality refuge. Personally speaking, giving my own case as an example, I have absolute 

conviction and absolute pure thought and faith in His Holiness the Dalai Lama. When I grew up in Tibet 

under Chinese rule, before I made it to India, people in Tibet have been waiting to see and hear His 

Holiness. When I was growing up, for us the Dalai Lama was the picture, the person we see in the 

picture. On seeing the image of His Holiness, I developed a strong desire to be close to that person 

and to see him, to hear him. Driven by that conviction, devotion, and love of the person I left Tibet to 

go to India. In my bid to make it to India, I made three attempts. The first two were foiled: I was caught 

by the Regime, taken back and imprisoned and released and the second time, again caught.  

To avoid detection by Chinese, we hid during the day in safe places and we only walked at night. At 

one time we were crossing a mountain called Shar Gangla, which was a very treacherous path because 

there was rock face and narrow path and way down there was a river. It was dark, and there were 

about 30 people and all of them wanted to see His Holiness the Dalai Lama. Although we couldn’t 

quite see where we were walking on the narrow ledge, I totally said to myself, “Oh your holiness I want 

to see you and I trust you,” so with that trust I followed the path of the people who were before me. 

Fortunately none of us fell down into the river. Finally we reached the friendship bridge in Nepal and 

there was security guard post and the Chinese were asleep and we quietly tiptoed and crossed the 

bridge. Just when we thought we were safe, there were dogs: they started barking and yelling and the 

Nepalese border guards gave us back to the Chinese. As soon as we were handed over to our liberators 

we were given a really good bashing by them and were imprisoned for a week. For a week there was 

nothing, just a bare room, no food, no clothing – they didn’t give us food for a week.  

We were then taken back to Tibet and I had to wait one more year. Although we faced lot of problems 

on pour trip to freedom the first time, never did I lose the desire to make it again to India because my 

desire to see his holiness was so strong that I had to go. Having unsullied conviction and faith in the 

power of the Dalai Lama I made the second attempt.  

First and second time we were captured and taken back and we really suffered a lot. On the way back 

at the hands of our rulers, never did I think to myself, “Oh Dalai Lama I trusted you, but you let me 

down.” I never thought that once. I still was bent on making it to India and third time lucky, I was able 

to see him, hear him and get teachings from him. And I owe it to my conviction and devotion to His 

Holiness. Whilst it’s about refuge but I talked about my own story, the reason for that is to highlight 

the fact that if we seek refuge in the three jewels, we need to understand the power of three jewels.  

Then once you know the power and the urgency to seek refuge, then you will find unquestioned 

conviction.  

Today I talked about the Buddha. In subsequent weeks I would like to elaborate on what Dharma is, 

what Sangha is, as there is no harm in reinforcing what is essential as well as to help new people 

understand Buddhism. Once you have a strong desire to follow what is taught by the Buddha, again 

here just because you have faith in the Buddha you needn’t accept everything the Buddha has said. 

Buddha has given completely freedom to all Buddhists to question everything. Don’t accept everything 

on face value: Buddha has advised – in fact required – Buddhists to approach Buddhism with 

scepticism and question everything and accept things only after you are fully convinced.  


